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Abstract 
The purpose of the study is to find out the relations between the respondents’ personal characteristics and their reading preferences in poetry. 
The methods of semantic differential and q-methodology were used for the research. Semantic differential method was modified to meet the 
purpose of measuring the reception of poetry and three factors were monitored in the students’ responses to the poems: the factors of 
comprehensibility, evaluation and impressiveness. The students used this method to assess selected poems. Q-methodology was used to 
monitor the students’ attitudes towards life values, their personal states, personality characteristics and their opinions of literature (especially 
poetry) teaching methods. The respondents rank-ordered the Q-sample statements related to the area of the research. We bring the essential 
survey of the changes in Q-rank-ordering in various age groups (12–18 years old). 
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1 Introduction 
The aim of the study is to learn about the relations between personal characteristics of the respondents and their reading 
preferences in the area of poetry. In the researches of the reception of poetry that have been carried out so far, we monitored 
readers’ preferences in different groups of respondents aged 12–19, including: 
• the age of respondents; 
• gender; 
• attitudes towards reading (read x do not read fiction); 
• attitudes towards reading poetry (read x do not read poetry); 
• field of study (humanities x natural sciences); 
• type of personality (extrovert x introvert). 
 
The obtained results brought us essential information on the differences in readers’ experiences from the point of view of 
three monitored factors:  comprehensibility, evaluation and impressiveness. For better understanding the results, the 
following stages of the research are aimed at a selected group of 240 respondents and getting more information about their 
attitudes towards life values, teaching methods, their personality characteristics, etc. The findings will let us understand their 
opinions and their assessment of selected poems better. The article explains our research objectives, using Q-methodology, 
presents the total results and the comparison of more detailed results obtained from the students of two different types of 
schools: lower secondary school (students aged 12–15) and secondary grammar school (students aged 16–18). 
 
 2 Research methods and conducting the research 
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In the course of the research, the methods of semantic differential and Q-methodology were used (Chráska, 2007). 
During previous researches the method of semantic differential was modified and adjusted to monitoring of the reception of 
poetry and now there are three factors monitored in the readers’ responses to selected poems: comprehensibility, evaluation 
and impressiveness with selected poems (Vala, 2011). The students were given eight poems and asked to assess them. The 
poems represented different artistic movements and were targeted at different age groups of readers. The poems were 
presented without the names of the authors. While assessing the poems, we wanted the respondents to draw purely on 
themselves and not to be affected by any extraliterary information or experience. We wanted to find out which type of a 
poem they prefer, and then the results obtained by this method were related to the results of the same group of students 
obtained by Q-methodology.  
Q-methodology was used to monitor the attitudes of the students towards life values, their personality states and traits 
and their opinions on literature teaching, esp. poetry teaching. The students were asked to rank-order forty Q-sorts, i.e. 
statements related to the area of the research, according to the degree to which they agree with the statements. Then, the 
numbers of the statements were recorded in a special record sheet (see Table 1) according to the level of the students’ 
agreement with them (Kerlinger 1972). The statements they agreed with most were placed on the left (the space for one 
statement only), the statements which were rejected were placed on the right (the space for one statement only). The other 
statements were placed according to the level of the agreement in accordance with normal distribution: the highest number 
of statements (8) could be placed in the middle of the scale. The positions for placing the Q-sorts from the left to the right 
were ascribed certain number of points ranging from 10 (maximum agreement with the statement) to 0 (maximum 
disagreement with the statement). 
The research was carried out at two lower secondary schools in Years 6-9 (students aged 12–15) and at two secondary 
grammar schools in Years 2-3 (students aged 16–18). Total number of respondents was 240. 
 
Table 1: The record sheet for recording the Q-methodology results 
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3 Survey of the total results obtained by Q-methodology 
Total results of ranking Q-sorts by all respondents are shown in Table 2. Separate statements are ordered downwards by 
the average value of points. For clarity, we state the results for all 40 Q-sorts here.  
 
 
Table 2: Order of Q-sorts according to the average assessment by all respondents. 
Order Number 
of 
Q-sort 
 
Statement 
Average 
level of 
agreement 
with the 
Q-sort 
1 26 Love is important in life. 7,587 
2 1 Reading books is useful in life. 7,021 
3 8 One poem may be perceived in different ways by different readers. 6,957 
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4 9 In a few years time I might understand some poems in a different 
way than today.  
6,578 
5 14 I am a happy person.  6,459 
6 28 There is a lot of suffering in the world.  6,158 
7 27 Money is important in life. 5,982 
8 23 The world is beautiful. 5,948 
9 40 I am a sporty person.  5,940 
10 17 Poetry should encourage contemplation in the reader. 5,757 
11 2 I like reading books.  5,604 
12 19 Poetry should contain a bit of mystery.  5,604 
13 35 I do not feel tempted to write poems.  5,361 
14 38 I consider myself to be brave.  5,246 
15 22 I would like to live somewhere completely else.  5,165 
16 20 I often do not understand poetry.  5,076 
17 39 I like silence.  5,042 
18 6 Poetry adds special meaning to ordinary things.  5,004 
19 7 I am not confident when dealing with poems. 4,995 
20 18 Poetry should be entertaining for the readers above all. 4,965 
21 31 I never worry about anything too much.  4,957 
22 36 Discussion with my classmates over literary extracts is pointless. 4,885 
23 29 I often feel nervous.  4,851 
24 33 I enjoy literature classes.  4,774 
25 34 I enjoy mathematics classes.  4,663 
26 32 I enjoy Czech language classes.  4,553 
27 15 I am a bit oversensitive.  4,446 
28 12 I often feel bored.  4,285 
29 5 Poetry is meaningless in today’s world.  4,268 
30 25 Discussion with my classmates over literary extracts is important.  4,242 
31 24 My parents do not read books.  4,213 
32 11 I prefer sad poems.  4,051 
33 30 I often feel anxious.  4,042 
34 4 I hate poetry.  3,974 
35 13 I am going through a sad period now in my life.  3,859 
36 16 I like depressive literature.  3,791 
37 3 I like reading poetry.  3,727 
38 37 I often feel like crying.   3,506 
39 10 I am afraid of poetry.  3,222 
40 21 I try to write poetry.   3,131 
 
There are several conclusions drawn from the total results of all the respondents aged 12–18. They can be divided, in a 
simplified way, into two groups: 
a) Conclusions related to the attitudes towards life values and their own lives 
• All respondents agree most with the fact that love is very important in life, which shows their sensitivity, 
perceptiveness and frankness. This Q-sort ranked first in the table by a large margin and received the highest 
number of points.  
• Q-sort statement number 27 was intended as a bit provocative and contradictory to the previous statement 
about love: Money is important in life. Students are aware of the value of money, however, they do not consider it 
to be the highest value in life.  
• The respondents also expressed themselves about their personal situation in life and their attitudes towards 
life (I am a happy person. The world is beautiful.) and at the same time they were aware of the fact that not all 
people in the world have the same conditions (There is a lot of suffering in the world.) 
• On the other hand, the respondents largely rejected those Q-sort statements which express personal 
sadness and anxiety. 
 
b) Conclusions related to the attitudes towards literature, reading and poetry 
• Students attribute great significance to reading books, which is quite in contradiction with their real 
reading habits that are in decline, partly under the influence of new media which bring a new dimension of media 
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expression and have redefined our interactions with all of the old culture (Marešová, 2009). As for their opinions, 
they advocate reading – but at schools they are presented with books that are incompatible with their age and 
interests. There is a huge potential for the teachers for motivating their students, if their knowledge of 
contemporary literature for young readers is better. 
• In the area related to poetry, Q-sorts related to the individual perception of poetry and age related changes 
in the attitudes were ranked surprisingly high: Q-sorts 8 and 9 (One poem may be perceived in different ways by 
different readers. In a few years time I might understand some poems in a different way than today.) These are two 
statements that mainly teachers of literature should be aware of – even now it often happens that teachers impose 
their own interpretation on students and pass an interpretational metatext for the poem to students who are expected 
to learn it by heart and repeat it. This method paralyses the students’ activity and their independent thinking and 
puts them in the role of passive recipients of ‘revealed truth’. The obtained results are very interesting. In a way, it 
is most likely the students’ responses to the teaching methods used by their teachers, because they are often aware 
of the immense gaps between their views of the same poetic text. 
 
4 Comparison of the results according to the respondents’ type of school 
Total results of assessing and ranking of Q-sorts provides us the information on the respondents’ opinions as a whole, i.e. 
students of lower secondary schools (aged 12–15) and secondary grammar schools (aged 17–18). The results have been averaged 
so they do not show any possible disparities in the individual assessment of separate Q-sorts.  
Table 3 shows the comparison of the assessment of Q-sorts of the students at lower secondary school (aged 12–15) and 
students at secondary grammar school (aged 16–18). In this case, we do not present the results for each Q-sort; we selected those 
ones which show either very distinct differences in the order (10 or more), or minimum, or zero differences (0–1).  
 
Table 3: Differences in the order of Q-sorts according to the respondents’ kind of school (and age) 
Order according to 
average assessment of 
Q-sorts  Q-sort Statement 
LSS SGS Difference 
1 Reading books is useful in life.  2 2 0 
2 I like reading books.  21 5 16 
3 I like reading poems.   37 38 1 
6 Poetry adds special meaning to ordinary things.  19 19 0 
8 One poem may be perceived in different ways by different readers. 3 3 0 
9 In a few years time I might understand some poems in a different 
way than today. 
5 4 1 
10 I am afraid of poetry.  40 39 1 
17 Poetry should encourage contemplation in the reader. 9 10 1 
18 Poetry should be entertaining for the readers above all. 12 24 12 
22 I would like to live somewhere completely else.  26 11 15 
24 My parents do not read books. 25 35 10 
26 Love is important in life. 1 1 0 
28 There is a lot of suffering in the world. 7 7 0 
30 I often feel anxious.  32 31 1 
32 I enjoy Czech language classes. 33 18 15 
34 I enjoy mathematics classes.  18 28 10 
35 I do not feel tempted to write poems. 13 14 1 
36 Discussion with my classmates over literary extracts is 
pointless. 
15 26 11 
40 I am a sporty person. 8 9 1 
 
The table shows several interesting findings, and we will look at some of them in detail.  
a) Distinct differences between the groups of respondents: 
• Q-sort 2 I like reading books. Marked difference shows in the personal attitude of the respondents towards 
reading. This result is probably related to the fact that grammar school students are the top students from lower 
secondary schools, i.e. students with top grades, wide knowledge, interested in culture, etc. They often come from 
families with stimulating cultural environment where reading is a natural part of leisure time activities. This is proven 
also by the results of Q-sort 24 My parents do not read books. which students at grammar school did not agree with and 
it took the 35 position out of 40 Q-sorts. 
• Q-sort 18 Poetry should be entertaining for the readers above all. Younger respondents greatly emphasized 
this statement, which shows that they cling to the stereotype of children’s perception of poetry. Poetry for children is 
indeed based mainly on word play, paradoxes, nonsense and humour. Playfulness could be a synonym for this kind of 
686   Jaroslav Vala /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  69 ( 2012 )  682 – 687 
poetry. However, at a certain age (approximately since the age of 12) this poetry starts to lose this kind of impact on the 
students and they themselves start to consider it too childish and refuse to read it. Yet they apply their previous 
reception stereotypes also to the new poetry they encounter at this age, i.e. poetry intended primarily for adult readers. 
These stereotypes then fail and the students are at a loss over the poems. 
• Q-sort 22 I would like to live somewhere completely else. Mainly older students (aged 17–18) identify 
themselves with this statement. It is obviously related to their age and personal maturity – the factors that direct them 
out of their nuclear families and towards the challenges of the world. Their ideas of their future become more concrete 
and feasible than younger respondents’ ones. Younger students are still anchored in their families and their ideas about 
future are still more like dreams. 
• Q-sorts 32 and 34 I enjoy Czech language classes. I enjoy mathematics classes. The results show that students 
at lower secondary schools disapprove of the Czech language classes and prefer mathematics classes. The reason is the 
fact that Czech language classes at lower secondary schools includes mainly gruelling sentence analyses which are 
aimed to prepare the students for entrance examinations for secondary schools. There is not much time left for literature 
which is sometimes taught schematically in the form of the writers’ biographies and lists of their works that are often 
inadequate to the students’ mental maturity and the classes are lifeless. 
• Q-sort 36 Discussion with my classmates over literary extracts is pointless. Older respondents are more aware 
of the importance of discussing the literary extracts because thanks to them they can compare their opinion with the  
opinions of the others, which results in their mutual enrichment and the state of being aware of the differences in 
individual perceptions of the same text. Similar discussion at lower secondary schools can sometimes get at a standstill 
because of huge differences in the students’ qualities and abilities. 
 
b) Minimum differences between the groups of respondents 
• Q-sorts 3 a 10 show that neither of the two groups of the respondents likes reading poetry but, at the same 
time, they deny the thesis that they are afraid of poetry. Their attitudes can be better explained as ignorance and lack of 
understanding. When we look at other Q-sorts monitoring their attitudes towards poetry from another point of view, the 
students seem to be aware of the potential of poetry at a general level but their concrete encounters with poetry in reality 
are rather boring and painful. 
• Q-sorts 6, 8, 9, 11 related to poetry show that the respondents’ contemplations over poetry is marked by 
awareness and knowledge, they can feel hidden potential in poetry (Poetry should encourage contemplation in the 
reader. Poetry adds special meaning to ordinary things.). All these Q-sorts can be found in the upper half of the table, 
which means that the respondents agree with them rather than disagree. 
• Q-sorts 26 and 28 show surprisingly identical views of the role of love in a human life and of the suffering in 
today’s world. Neither education, nor age has a significant impact on the results in these cases. 
 
5 Selected differences in assessing poetry by semantic differential method 
The respondents assessed in total eight poems by both Czech poets (E. Frynta, J. Skácel, B. Reynek, J. Krchovský, J. Kašpar) 
and foreign poets (P. Verlaine, J. Prévert, Lady Ise). It was a set of various types of texts, some of them targeted at child (or 
adolescent) readers, other targeted at adults. They included, e.g. nonsense, decadent images, existential topics, lyrical lightness, 
symbols, serious topics, or humour. We monitored the reception of each poem from the point of view of three factors: 
comprehensibility, evaluation and impressiveness.  We were interested in statistically significant differences in the assessments 
of the poems in two groups of respondents – test statistics t at the significance level Į = 0,05. 
The limited space of the article does not make it possible to explain the results of all the poems in detail, quote the texts and 
present their interpretations and tables showing statistical results. That is why we only present the summarizing comments on 
total results here and highlight the most interesting ones: 
• It had been expected that it would be older students whose SD (semantic differential) scores in 
comprehensibility factor would be higher with all poems. However, the results were different, only three out of eight 
poems were considered to be more comprehensible by older students, one poem was perceived as more comprehensible 
by younger students, and the other four poems did not show any significant statistical differences. Surprisingly, the 
poem which was considered to be more comprehensible by younger students was a poem by Jan Skácel ‘Chci to slyšet’ 
(‘I want to hear it’). The language of the poem is simple, which was enough for younger students to consider it 
comprehensible. On the other hand, the older respondents, who were more experienced in reading, were also aware of 
the symbolism and ambiguity in the poem, which was reflected by a lower level of the recorded values for 
comprehensibility and higher level of the impressiveness. 
• An even distribution of the preferences according to the type of a poem was expected in the factor of 
evaluation. The results show that in two cases it was younger students who perceived the poems as nicer (higher values 
for evaluation factor). Both poems were simple texts: a humorous (and slightly vulgar) four-line poem with decadent 
tones and a short poem targeted at pubescent readers which describes the conflict ‘me’ versus ‘the outer world’ typical 
of the people at this age. From the point of view of this factor, younger respondents’ attention was captured mainly by 
simple and provocative texts. 
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• The highest number of differences was shown in the factor of impressiveness: four poems were considered to 
be more impressive by older students, two poems by younger students (they were a nonsense poem parodying boring 
classes at school and the poem ‘Breakfast’ by Jacques Prévert). That implies that older students seem to tend to assess 
poetry predominantly through their emotional experience (scales strong – weak, deep – shallow, sharp – dull, large – 
small, effective – ineffective, powerful – powerless) which is accessible to them thanks to their more mature personal 
characteristics and ability to see what is hidden ‘behind’ the text. 
 
6 Conclusions 
The article presents the first results of the research focused on monitoring personality characteristics of the respondents and 
their reading preferences in the area of poetry. We focused on comparing two groups of respondents: students of Years 6–9 of 
lower secondary schools (aged 12–15) and students of Years 2–3 of secondary grammar school (aged 16–18). The results 
obtained by Q-methodology show significant concordance rate, e.g. in the individual reception of poetry and its considerable 
potential, or in essential life values. The differences can be seen especially in the area of personal attitudes towards reading, in 
their notions of the entertaining function of poetry, or in their longing for changes in life. When assessing the poems, younger 
students do prefer poetry based on jokes and humour. Older students, on the other hand, prefer texts that contain some mystery 
and hidden meanings which they are able to recognize unmistakably even in the case of a seemingly simple text. They are also 
more perceptive to existential issues (love, death, pain, transience), which was shown in the higher scores in the impressiveness 
factor. 
The obtained data are intended for preparing future literature teachers during their studies at pedagogical faculties and for 
making literature teaching at secondary schools more effective and more attractive for the students. 
 
The research was conducted under a grant from the Grant Agency of the Czech Republic (GA CR) – project P407/11/0594. 
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